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Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 has always been regarded as a masterpiece whenever 
black humor is concerned. Since its publication in 1961, criticisms and reviews on this 
novel have covered a wide range of aspects, ranging from themes to narrative 
techniques. Criticisms in China mainly focus on the issues of black humor, absurdity 
and the language of this novel. I write this thesis, hoping to find out the postmodernist 
feature of “playfulness” revealed in this fiction from aspects of narrative structure, 
parody, word games and black humor, which will certainly contribute to a better 
research into this novel as well as a better understanding of playfulness as a general 
feature of postmodernist fiction. 
For the sake of a more complete understanding and a better analysis of Heller’s 
Catch-22, the introduction part gives a brief introduction of Heller’s biography, plot of 
Catch-22 and contemporary criticisms on this novel. In addition, this part also 
introduces relationships among postmodernism, black humor and playfulness. 
Chapter One focuses on the structure of this novel, especially on the playfulness 
displayed in the formless and repetitious structure. 
Chapter Two mainly deals with parody the author applies in this novel. As one of 
the main characteristics of postmodernism, parody plays an important role in the 
writer’s playful attitude. Parodies in this chapter fall into two catalogues: one is the 
parody of literary figures and works; the other, the parody of politics, religion and 
psychology of the contemporary society. 
Chapter Three devotes to the discussion of word games, which are further divided 
into word games played by the writer and those played by the characters in the fiction. 
Chapter Four covers black humor and absurdity in this novel. This chapter mainly 
discusses Heller’s playful handling of humor and analyzes the absurdity throughout 
this novel. Contemporary social background is also taken into account herein. 
Finally, in the conclusion part, besides a summary of the playfulness discussed in 
the previous chapters, social background of Heller’s playful attitude is further 
analyzed. 
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Reading Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, we find an interesting phenomenon: Hamlet’s 
famous quotation, “to be or not to be, that is the question” (Shakespeare, Hamlet, Ⅲ, 
ⅰ), the well-known classical line from Shakespeare’s play Hamlet, dramatically 
transforms into a discourse “to die or not to die, that was the question.” 
1 in Joseph 
Heller’s Catch-22. Certainly it does not mean Heller’s irreverence with classics. As a 
masterpiece of black humor, Heller’s Catch-22 bears much such playfulness, which is 
generally acknowledged as one of the major features of postmodern fiction. Catch-22 
enjoyed so wide popularity shortly after its publication that before long it became a 
required reading in university classes. “Not since The Catcher in the Rye and Lord of 
the Flies has a novel been taken up by such a fervid and heterogeneous claque or 
admirers” (Sorkin 3). Researching into this fiction, we can find that, behind the black 
humor, and absurdity displayed in this novel, there lies the author’s successful 
postmodern writing techniques in a mood of playfulness, which demonstrates not only 
the mindset of the writer, but also that of the whole generation in 1950s and 1960s in 
America. 
 
Ⅰ Joseph Heller and Catch-22 
Joseph Heller (1923-1999) was born on May 1, 1923, in Brooklyn, New York, to 
the first-generation of Russian-Jewish immigrants. After his unhappy childhood in 
poverty, Heller enlisted in the Army Air Corps in 1942. Two years later he was sent to 
Corsica in Italy, where he flew sixty combat missions as a B-25 bombardier. There 
experienced Heller a chilling, near-death episode which eventually took the form of 
Snowden’s agonizing death in Catch-22 and this experience solidified his lifelong 
opposition to war. After being discharged in 1945, Heller began his college education 
thanks to the GI Bill (officially titled Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944) which 
provided college or vocational education for American veterans returning from World 
                                                        
1 Heller, Joseph. Catch-22. New York: Dell, 1985. p. 69. Subsequent quotations from the same version will be 
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War Two. Heller obtained a B.A. in English from New York University and an M.A. 
from Columbia University. He then attended Oxford University as a Fulbright scholar 
for a year, after which he worked as an English instructor at Pennsylvania State 
University. In December of 1981 he contracted Guillain-Barre syndrome, and died of a 
heart attack in 1999. 
Heller began drafting his Catch-22 from the early 1950s. At that time he was 
employed as an advertising copywriter. The first chapter of this novel was published in 
the quarterly New World Writing in 1955 under the title “Catch-18’’, but Heller’s 
publisher requested that he change the title of it so that it would not be confused with 
another published World War Two novel, Leon Uris’s Mila 18. 
Catch-22 is a fiction about the 256th Squadron of the Twenty-seventh United 
States Army Air Force based on the tiny island of Pianosa near Italy. The war almost 
comes to an end, while bombing groups still frequently make runs to southern France 
and cities in Italy. It is a crazy world where producing tight bomb pattern becomes 
more important than hitting the target. Most chapters are titled by the names of 
characters as Catch-22 is in fact a novel consisting of crazy and absurd characters. 
Major Major is a recluse who orders his aide to let the men in to see him only when he 
is out. Lieutenant Scheisskopf is obsessed with military parades so much that he 
overlooks his wife’s sexual needs, for which Mrs. Scheisskkopf readily sleeps with any 
military men so long as they need her. Colonel Cathcart wants promotion so badly that 
he keeps raising the number of flight missions for his men. Mess officer Milo 
Minderbinder turns his job into an international syndicate despite others’ safety and 
lives. Chaplain Albert Taylor Tappman, as a religious officer, gradually loses his faith 
in God. Dunbar, Yossarian’s wardmate, is simply “disappeared” by doctors because he 
finds out that the Soldier in White is empty. Doctor Daneeka, who turns deaf ears to 
others’ sufferings, is announced dead after McWatt killed himself. Yossarian starts 
signing “Washington Irving” and deleting words in letters he censors, and he goes 
backwards and naked after Snowden’s death, even when he is being awarded a medal. 
Between missions many of the men find release with prostitutes in apartments 
provided for them in Rome. The war goes on, and it kills men both in expected and 
unexpected ways. Some die when their planes are shot down, as do Snowden, Mudd, 















“disappeared” by the doctors; and Kid Sampson is killed by the propeller of a bomber 
which McWatt flies. To avoid the increasing missions, Yossarian and his friends feign 
illness in hospital. Yossarian makes repeated attempts to be judged insane so he can be 
discharged. However, his struggles turn out to be in vain. His commanding officers 
grow so irritated that they finally offer to send him home as a hero if he will praise 
them publicly. At the end of the story, Heller chooses to jump out this crazy world by 
fleeing to Sweden. 
The novel went largely unnoticed until 1962, when its English publication 
received critical praise and enjoyed its popularity mainly among young people who at 
that time were against the America’s involvement in Vietnam War. Early critics tended 
either to adore it or despise it. Aldridge summarizes those criticisms as follows, 
They ranged from the idiotically uncomprehending at the lowest end of the 
evaluative scale to the prophetically perceptive at the highest, and in between 
there were the reservedly appreciative, the puzzled but enthusiastic, the 
ambivalent and obscurely annoyed, and more than a few that were rigid with 
moral outrage. (Aldridge 145) 
In Saturday Review wrote Granville Hicks, “Heller has introduced so many characters, 
tried to deliver so many knockout blows, and written in such a variety of styles that the 
reader becomes a little dizzy” (Hicks 31). However, those who hated it did so for the 
same reasons as the critics who loved it. 
At the time of its publication, this antiwar novel met with modest sales and 
lukewarm reviews, and there was even such hysterically negative review as the one 
written by Roger H, Smith in the 1963 winter issue of Daedalus, where he fiercely 
denounced the book as “being poorly articulated, utterly formless, pornographic and 
immoral”. The reason was that Heller’s Catch-22 was “anti-institutional and so 
indiscriminate in its repudiation of just about everything right-thinking people have 
been brought up to believe in” (Aldridge 145). 
Nevertheless by the middle of its first decade it became a favored text of the 
counterculture and a chapbook of the sixties. “Over time, Catch-22 has become one of 
the defining novels of the twentieth century” (Miller 1). With more than ten million 
copies now in print by the end of the twentieth century, Catch-22 became generally 
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Catch-22 “not merely the best American novel to come out World War Ⅱ; it is the best 
American novel to come out of anywhere in years” (Algren 358). Martin Smith 
commented that Catch-22 was “humane as well as a masterpiece of comic 
improvisation (based on the uncomic and life-denying aspirations of ‘rational’ 
bureaucrats), and is a classic” (Smith 147). 
Catch-22 proved almost prophetic about both the Vietnam War and the sense of 
disillusionment about the military. It shocked the contemporary American readers and 
made them look back differently with more insights at the World War Two which most 
of them believed was a just and heroic war. “With seemingly eternal and mindless 
escalation of the war in Vietnam, history had at last caught up with the book and 
caused it to be more and more widely recognized as a deadly accurate metaphorical 
portrait of the nightmarish conditions in which the country appeared to be engulfed” 
(Aldridge 147). Catch-22 is as rich in meaning as any novel written in 20th century. It 
is worth continuous rereading; and the multi-layered structure demonstrated here 
indicates “simply that a work of art as varied and true as “Catch-22 is not the work of a 
prophet, but the creation of an artist so richly endowed by the sensibilities of his time 
that he know unerringly where his culture is going”  (Ritter 56). For these reasons, 
Heller’s Catch-22 was particularly popular in the 1960s. 
The phrase “Catch-22” invented in this novel has entered the English language to 
signify a no-win situation, particularly one created by a law, regulation or circumstance, 
and its “hero” Yossarian, has become the fictional talisman to an entire generation. 
 
Ⅱ Postmodern Playfulness 
Since this thesis is a study from the postmodernism perspective, it is necessary to 
take a first look at what postmodernism is. Postmodernism is a concept that appears in 
a wide variety of disciplines or areas of study, and it is applied to a wide-ranging set of 
developments in critical theory, including literature, architecture, art, music, film, 
sociology, communications, fashion, and technology, making it difficult to define it. 
Still it is hard to locate it temporally or historically, because it is not clear when 
postmodernism exactly begins. 
Some see it as simply the continuation and development of the modernist 















modernism, while others again view past literature and culture retrospectively 
through postmodern eyes, identifying texts and authors as ‘already’ 
postmodern. (Selden 200) 
The term “postmodernism” was first used in the 1950s by literary critics to “describe 
new kinds of literary experiment arising out of, but moving beyond, the terms of 
aesthetic modernism” (Knellwolf 293). As Chen Xiaoming puts it, “Postmodernism is 
‘undoubtedly a part of modernism’, it is the product of the modernism when it 
develops to its utmost and then starts decaying” ( 陈 晓 明  7). Thanks to 
postmodernism’s derivation from modernism, it certainly shares with modernism most 
same ideas like: rejecting rigid genre distinctions, and boundaries between high and 
low forms of art, emphasizing pastiche, parody, irony, and playfulness. Meanwhile, 
postmodernism favors reflexivity and self-consciousness, fragmentation and 
discontinuity, ambiguity, as well as the destructured, decentered, dehumanized and 
surreal subject. However, postmodernism does not lament the idea of fragmentation, 
incoherence with a sense of loss like modernists, but rather celebrates that. Since the 
world is absurd, postmodernists then just choose to play with this nonsense. 
Anyway, regardless of its modern origin, “postmodernism was ‘everything that is 
radical, innovative, forward-looking’; it was a ‘new sensibility’ that attempted to ‘close 
the gap’ between highbrow literature and mass culture, art and life” (Pope 177). 
Among the experimental or innovative writing techniques favored by the 
postmodernists, playfulness with words, or word games, plays an important role. 
Instead of the quest for meaning in a chaotic world like the modernist, the postmodern 
author eschews, often playfully, the possibility of meaning, and the postmodern novel 
is often a parody of this quest. 
As Liu Xiangyu summarizes, postmodernists favor “language experiment and 
discourse games” (刘象愚 261), in other words, they are fond of being playful with 
words and language. Postmodern fiction as a whole could also be characterized by the 
ironic quote marks. This irony, along with black humor and the general concept of 
“play” are among the most recognizable aspects of postmodernism. In effect, some 
novelists later labeled postmodern were first collectively labeled as black humorists: 
John Barth, Joseph Heller, William Gaddis, Kurt Vonnegut, and Bruce Jay Friedman. 
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way; typically war issues are treated with such postmodern playfulness. Catch-22, for 
its acknowledgement as a black humor fiction, falls in the postmodern scope. Ding Yun, 
in her New Horizons of the Research of English and American Literature states her 
classification of schools of literature. 
Generally Aestheticism (Oscar Wilde The Picture of Dorian Gray), 
Expressionism (Franz Kafka The Metamorphosis), Symbolism (T.S. Eliot The 
Waste Land), Stream-of-consciousness (James Joyce Ulysses) , are classified 
as Modernism, while Theatre of the Absurd (Samuel Beckett En attendant 
Godot), Black Humor (Joseph Heller Catch-22)as postmodernism. (丁芸 14) 
Her classification is identical with most critics that Heller’s Catch-22 should be 
counted as postmodernism. Postmodernism is the product of a certain epoch, so is 
black humor. Under the circumstances of a chaotic society, changing ethic and moral 
attitudes, and lost of criteria for sense of value, people’s mental crisis and sense of 
disillusionment have resulted in sick psychology. The word “black”, refers to lost of 
brightness and happiness, depressed misery and sadness, when combined with 
traditional American humor, it reflected an abnormal, angry, ironical color. Black 
Humor introduced its illogical and irrational art form to fight against the brutal and 
hypocritical ration in capitalism society. By uncovering the dark sides of the social 
reality, it urged people to respect human identity and protect people’s conscience. The 
mental nature of black humor is in effect in line with that of existentialism literature, 
theatre of the absurd and Lost Generation literature. It is also “deeply influenced by the 
Freudian psychoanalysis and ‘New Leftist’ theories” (陈世丹 38). Black humor is 
actually a playful response to a despair situation, in the hope of keeping the subjective 
world away from the objective one by contrasting misery and joking, absurd reality 
and cold attitude, merciless facts and humane sympathy, thus gaining a psychological 
freedom. “The superficial features of Black Humor fiction are quickly enumerated: 
comic and grotesque, one-dimensional characters, wasteland settings, disjunctive and 
temporal narrative structures, and mocking irreverent tone” (Klein 272). So far as the 
writing of the black humor is concerned, the major aesthetic and thematic 
characteristics of it are: a pluralism of theme and subject, a reliance on parody, and an 
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